Introduction

M
ARKETING firms have traditionally been interested in customer satisfaction, and with good reason. Customers continue to purchase those products with which they are satisfied, and in telling others about particularly pleasing products, they may influence the brand perceptions of those with whom they communicate.
Prior to the 1970s little was published in the marketing literature about customer satisfaction. Partially in response to the consumer movement, however, interest in this topic rapidly grew. Several conferences were held (e.g., Day 1977 , Hunt 1977 ) and articles began appearing in the marketing literature. A number of these studies discussed the appropriate ways to measure satisfaction levels (Andreasen 1977 given to consumers' reactions to dissatisfaction. Potential responses include (a) switching brands or refusing to repatronize the offending store, (b) making a complaint to the seller or to a third party, and (c) telling others about the unsatisfactory product or retailer.
The potential impact of these responses on a firm can be significant. One nationwide study (Technical Assistance Research Programs 1979) reported that depending on the nature of the dissatisfaction, from 30 to over 90% of dissatisfied respondents did not intend to repurchase the brand involved. Data reported by Diener and Greyser (1978) indicated that 34% of those dissatisfied with a personal care product told others about their dissatisfaction. If the number of consumers experiencing dissatisfaction is high enough, such responses may have lasting effects in terms of negative image and reduced sales for the firm.
Many firms have not worried about these negative effects because they believed few consumers were dissatisfied with their products. Managers tended to use complaint rates as dissatisfaction indicators and assumed that if complaint rates are low, overall dissatisfaction is low and thus the negative effects described above are neglible. A number of studies (Best and Andreasen 1977, Day and Landon 1976) have challenged this assumption. While estimates of the incidence of complaints in response to dissatisfaction vary, it is generally accepted that the incidence of complaints is lower than the incidence of either of the other responses. In addition, the vast majority of complaints are made at the retail level, and when smallticket items are involved, information about the complaint is rarely passed on to manufacturers. Thus, frequency of reported complaints, especially at the manufacturer's level, may grossly underestimate consumer dissatisfaction and the firm's vulnerability to negative word-of-mouth; brand switching will be greater than the number of registered complaints would lead managers to believe.
While little research has studied responses to dissatisfaction directly, some areas of the consumer behavior literature appear at least indirectly relevant to the three possible responses.
Repeat Purchase Behavior
Repeat purchase behavior is most often addressed in brand loyalty research. Much of this literature has been concerned with conceptualizing, measuring and modeling brand loyalty. The effects of a dissatisfactory experience on repeat purchase behavior have rarely been investigated directly.
One study (Technical Assistance Report Programs 1979) reported that those dissatisfied customers who made a complaint about their dissatisfaction reported higher repurchase intentions than those who did not complain, even if their complaint was not satisfactorily handled. Newman and Werbel (1973) noted that consumers not fully satisfied with a brand are less likely to repurchase that brand than satisfied customers. Many researchers believe that brand loyalty includes a positive attitude or preference toward a brand as well as simple repeat purchase (Jacoby and Chestnut 1978) . Beyond this, however, little is known about the influence of dissatisfaction on brand loyalty and switching.
Complaint Behavior
The second possible response to dissatisfactionmaking a complaint in an attempt to remedy the dissatisfaction-has received more attention in the literature. This research appears to have grown directly out of the consumer movement, and perhaps the majority of the studies have been based on analysis of private or government agency complaint files. Some generalizations that have emerged from research on consumer complaining include the following: H1: As the severity of the problem associated with a dissatisfaction increases, the tendency to engage in negative WOM activities increases. H2: The greater the blame for the dissatisfaction placed on members of the distribution channel (marketing institutions), rather than on the consumer, the greater the tendency to engage in negative WOM. H3: The more negative the perception of retailer responsiveness to complaints about dissatisfaction, should they be registered, the greater the likelihood the dissatisfied consumer will engage in negative WOM. If an individual is dissatisfied with a product but believes attempts to achieve remedy through marketing channels will be either unsuccessful or require extensive effort, it is conceivable that a less risky and less effortful response, telling others about the dissatisfaction, will be undertaken.
The second objective is to identify variables determining which response to dissatisfaction, among those available, a consumer will make. Some of these responses may be ranked a priori by the level of effort involved. Doing nothing, for instance, requires no effort or resources, while making a complaint often involves a great deal of effort and inconvenience. Telling others about the dissatisfaction requires a low to intermediate level of effort expenditure. Brand switching is more difficult to rank. The effort involved here depends in part on the availability of acceptable substitutes at retail stores the consumer regularly patronizes, search required to identify these substitutes, and other variables. For this study, variables influencing the three responses ranked on effort were examined to determine which response to dissatisfaction a consumer may make.
One variable that may influence consumer response is dissatisfaction severity. If a dissatisfaction is very minor, a consumer may take no action at all. For very serious dissatisfactions, however, a great deal of effort might be expended in response. A second variable is blame attribution. If the consumer blames him/herself for the dissatisfaction, e.g., through carelessness in the choice or use of the product, no action may be taken. Thus:
H4: The more serious the problem associated with a dissatisfaction, the greater the effort a consumer is likely to expend in response to the dissatisfaction. H5: The greater the blame for the dissatisfaction placed on marketing institutions, the greater the effort a consumer is likely to expend in response to the dissatisfaction.
For those dissatisfactions serious enough to arouse some action, the choice of action depends on a number of variables. One important variable that may influence this choice is consumer perception of retailer responsiveness.
H6: For those consumers taking some action in response to dissatisfaction, the less positive the perception of retailer responsiveness should a complaint be registered, the greater the likelihood the action will involve WOM but not complaint behavior.
Data Collection
The investigation was carried out in two stages. In exploratory work, depth interviews were conducted with eight adult consumers to probe their beliefs about the variables included in the hypotheses. Next, exploratory questionnaires containing open-end items were administered to 53 adult consumers and 72 college students to identify relevant aspects of unsatisfactory experiences and complaint situations and to identify attributions consumers make. Based on this work and extensive pretesting, a questionnaire was developed for use in the descriptive phase of research. The final version of the questionnaire consisted of four major sections: (1) identification of the dissatisfaction, problem severity and response; (2) attributions of blame and responsibility for the dissatisfaction; (3) perceptions of the complaint situation and the costs and benefits associated with it; and (4) demographic items. The questionnaire was administered to a sample of middle to upper middle-class adult male and female consumers in Austin, Texas. All respondents were prescreened, and only those who had experienced a dissatisfaction with either a clothing item or a small or large appliance within the prior six months were questioned. These two product categories were chosen because they are relatively dissimilar, yet adult consumers of both sexes can be expected to have had experience with them. The use of different product classes in the analysis also increases the generalizability of findings beyond a single product class if relationships among variables are similar for the two classes.
Interviewers visited respondents' homes, prescreened respondents, dropped off the questionnaires and returned the following day to pick up completed forms. Two call-backs were used for initial contact and three call-backs for questionnaire pick-up when necessary. These analyses tend to support HI, although not strongly. The more serious the problem associated with the dissatisfaction, the more likely consumers are to tell others about it.
WOM and Attributions
H2 proposed that when greater blame for a dissatisfaction is placed on marketing institutions than on the consumer, there will be more negative WOM. This hypothesis was also supported. The survey instrument, developed from depth interviews and exploratory questionnaires, contained a list of 26 possible attributions of blame one might apply to a dissatisfaction. One-half of these placed the blame externally (e.g., the dissatisfaction occurred because the quality of the materials and/or workmanship was inferior) and one-half were internal attributions (e.g., the dissatisfaction occurred because the respondent didn't adequately inspect the product before buying it). Respondents checked as many attributions as applied to the particular dissatisfaction situation.
To control for variability in number of responses checked, H2 was tested using an index measure. The total number of external attributions indicated by each respondent was divided by the total number of attributions indicated, yielding a percentage measure. A respondent marking three attributions, two of them external, would thus score .67 on this index. Point biserial correlations between this index and WOM is .19, as reported in Table 1 . As hypothesized, those individuals marking a higher percentage of external attributions of blame are more likely to tell others about their dissatisfaction. Since an index of percentage of internal attributions is the exact complement of the external index, it would show the same level of correlation with WOM but in the opposite direction. Thus, external attributions of blame are positively related to WOM, and internal attributions negatively related.
WOM and Retailer Responsiveness
Retailer responsiveness can be measured on two dimensions. One dimension is the retailer's willingness to provide a remedy for the dissatisfaction should a consumer complain. The second dimension measures the extent to which the retailer makes the complaint handling mechanism available, including the number of barriers a consumer may face in making a complaint. Analysis indicated that both dimensions relate to negative WOM in response to a dissatisfaction.
To evaluate the first dimension, respondents were asked to report on a four-point scale the likelihood of receiving each of three possible remedies should they complain: repair of the product, replacement or refund of the purchase price. They also reported which of these three remedies they most preferred.
The nature of the product involved in the dissatisfaction undoubtedly affects consumers' expectations of remedy and the form of remedy. Appliances, especially larger ones, are usually repaired rather than replaced if they are faulty. For less expensive items such as clothing or small appliances, replacement or refund of the purchase price is a more likely remedy than product repair. Because of the diverse nature of the product classes involved in this study, measures independent of these product influences were necessary. Three measures were used: the highest perceived probability for any of the three remedies, the average of the probabilities that each of the three remedies would occur, and the perceived likelihood of receiving the remedy the respondent indicated he/she would most prefer. The correlations between these measures and WOM are reported in Table 1 . Those individuals who have low confidence in the effectiveness of making complaints are more likely to tell others about their dissatisfactions than those expecting remedy.
With regard to the inconvenience or barriers deterring a complaint, respondents were asked a series of questions concerning their perceptions of complaining and the complaint interaction. Five items in this series related directly to the trouble involved in making a complaint and two concerned psychological variables. Respondents were asked to rate the likelihood of each event occurring. Point biserial correlations between these perceptions and WOM are presented in Table 1 . Neither of the psychological variables showed a relationship with WOM, nor did the more objective variable of making a special trip to the store to complain. This latter finding is no doubt due to the extremely low variance on this item, with 82% of total sample respondents indicating that it was somewhat to very likely that a special trip would be required. Though the relationships shown in Table 1 are not extremely strong, they do support H3: the more negative a consumer's perceptions of retailer responsiveness to consumer complaints, the more likely that individual is to engage in negative WOM.
Problem Severity, Attributions and Consumer Action
The remaining analyses presented in this report concern consumers' choices of action once dissatisfaction occurs. For the analyses reported in this section, the sample was divided into three groups depending on responses to dissatisfaction. Sixty-five respondents in the sample neither complained nor told others about their dissatisfaction experience, 69 engaged in WOM activities but did not complain, and 67 actually made complaints to the retailer or manufacturer involved. Some individuals in this latter group engaged in WOM in addition to making a complaint. It was assumed that members of the first group had made the least effort in response to the dissatisfaction, members of the third group had made the most effort, while the second group exerted an intermediate level of effort.
H4 proposed that greater problem severity is associated with greater effort expenditure in response to a dissatisfaction. This hypothesis was supported using two-way analysis of variance with group membership according to action taken and product class as independent variables. Responses to the problem severity variables included in HI were the dependent variables.
Results by product class are shown in Figure 1 . To illustrate, in the first entry in Figure 1 the group who made a complaint and were dissatisfied with an appliance item had owned the product, on the average, for 2.19 weeks when the dissatisfaction occurred; those complaining about a clothing item had owned the product for .19 week (a little more than 1 day) when the dissatisfaction occurred. These numbers can be compared with those for the WOM group and the group who neither complained nor engaged in WOM immediately following.
In the analyses reported in Figure 1 , the same variables that correlated with WOM as tested in HI also differed significantly among the three dissatisfaction response groups. Difficulty of repair and product price were highest for those individuals who complained and were lowest for those who neither complained nor told others of their dissatisfaction. The WOM group fell between these groups for these variables. As expected, duration of ownership before the dissatisfaction arose showed the opposite relationship. Usability shows a mixed pattern and differences among groups are not statistically significant. These findings support H4: Those consumers who engaged in more energetic responses were those who experi- In the analysis reported in Figure 1 , differences between product classes were significant for only two of the variables, length of ownership when the dissatisfaction occurred and price of the unsatisfactory product. The latter product difference is expected, since appliances as a class are generally more expensive than clothing. With respect to the length of ownership, dissatisfaction with clothing items was noted much sooner after purchase than was dissatisfaction with appliance items. plexity of appliances, problems may not appear until the product has been used for a period of time. All differences between product classes are attributable to main effects, since no interaction effect was significant at p < .05. Thus, the nature of the relationships between the problem severity variables in Figure  1 and action taken are the same for the two product classes.
TWO-WAY ANOVAS WERE CONDUCTED FOR EACH VARIABLE EXCEPT AS NOTED WITH ACTION TAKEN AND PRODUCT CLASS AS INDEPENDENT VARIABLES. NO INTERACTION EFFECTS WERE SIGNIFICANT AT P<.05. 2 MAIN EFFECT FOR
Attributions data for the three groups are also reported in Figure 1 with significant differences among groups in the directions predicted by H5. The complaint group made the greatest percentage of external attributions, and the group who neither complained nor engaged in WOM made the lowest. Thus, the greater the blame for the dissatisfaction placed on marketing institutions, the greater the effort a consumer is likely to expend in response to the dissatisfaction.
Retailer Responsiveness and Consumer Action
To determine the effect of perceptions of retailer responsiveness on the kinds of action dissatisfied consumers make, only responses of those consumers sufficiently dissatisfied to take some action-either WOM or actual complaint-were examined. Perceptions of those who complained were compared with perceptions of individuals engaging in WOM, again using two-way analysis of variance. Results for the two product classes are shown in Il tions of retailer responsiveness on all variables except two, relating to the likelihood of having to make a special trip to complain and the likelihood of becoming embarrassed while complaining. There were significant product differences for two of the variables reflecting retailer responsivenessconsumers who experienced dissatisfaction with an appliance had lower expectations of remedies for their dissatisfactions and greater expectations of experiencing difficulty in finding the appropriate complaint procedure should they complain. Since these product differences again are due only to main effects, the nature of the relationship between retailer responsiveness and action taken are the same for the two product classes.
These analyses provide rather strong support for H6. If a consumer is dissatisfied enough to take some action in response to a dissatisfaction, the less positive the perception of retailer responsiveness, the greater the likelihood the action will involve WOM but not complaint behavior. In examining the results for this and other hypotheses, however, caution is appropriate since the use of multiple univariate tests increases the chances of finding statistical significance.
Combined Effects
To determine the combined effects of the variables in H4, H5 and H6 on consumers' choices of responses to dissatisfaction, a three-group discriminant analysis using the three groups previously identified was performed using as predictors the variables included in the tests of preceding hypotheses. (For probability of remedy tested in Hypothesis 6, only one variableaverage probability of remedy-was included in the analysis because of extreme multicollinearity among the variables.) To incorporate the main effects for product class noted in Figures 1 and 2 , a dummy variable for product class was added to the analysis. Two functions significant at p < .01 emerged from the discriminant analysis. Table 2 lists function coefficients, canonical correlations and group centroids. To determine the variance accounted for by these functions together, the statistic I2 (Peterson and Mahajan 1976) analogous to R2 in multiple regression analysis, was calculated (and equaled .37 for these data). In classification analysis, the discriminant functions predicted correct group membership in 63% of the cases, nearly twice the frequency anticipated by chance. Thus, the three sets of variables used in this study concerning consumers' perceptions of the dissatisfaction and retailer responsiveness do a relatively good job of predicting consumer response to a specific dissatisfaction. Earlier it was suggested that severity of the problem situation caused by the dissatisfaction and attributions of blame determines whether action is taken in response to dissatisfaction and the effort involved in this response. Further, perceptions of retailer responsiveness affect which response should be invoked, if any occur at all. This hypothesis receives further support in an examination of the discriminant functions and group centroids shown in Table 2 . The items loading most highly on Function 1 relate to problem severity and attributions; those loading highly on function 2 relate primarily to perceptions of retailer responsiveness and product class. With respect to group centroids, the complaining group scored highest of the three groups on function 1, the WOM group scored highest on function 2, and the group who neither complained nor told others of their dissatisfaction scored the lowest on both functions. This result further supports the contention that problem severity is the crucial determinant of effort of response, while the choice between WOM and complaint behavior is influenced by perceptions of retailer responsiveness.
Conclusions and Implications
This study has shown that the nature of the dissatisfaction problem, consumers' attributions of blame for the dissatisfaction and perceptions of the complaint situation are related to responses to dissatisfaction. Further, these relationships apply to varied product classes.
These findings have several implications for management. When a minor dissatisfaction is experienced, consumers' responses often are minimal. Most often consumers neither complain nor spread negative reports of the product involved. When the dissatisfaction is serious enough, consumers tend to complain, regardless of other factors in the situation. It is at moderate levels of dissatisfaction that management policy may have the most impact. If complaints are encouraged, the retailer has the chance to remedy legitimate complaints and win back a customer who may also make positive reports to others, enhancing goodwill. Even if the complaint is not settled to the consumer's satisfaction, he/she is more likely to repurchase than if no complaint is made (Technical Assistance Research Programs 1979). If complaints are discouraged, fewer consumers may indeed complain; instead, they may tell others of their unsatisfactory experiences and may not repurchase the product in the future. Some level of dissatisfaction is inevitable in the marketplace. Even with conscientious quality control, there will be some defects and some dissatisfied customers. But the way management deals with these dissatisfactions can have important impacts on brand and store image.
There are a number of steps a marketing institution can take to decrease the impact of dissatisfactions that occur and lessen the incidence of negative wordof-mouth. At the least, they need to show their customers that they are responsive to legitimate complaints. Manufacturers may do this through detailed warranty and complaint procedure information on labels or in package inserts. Some companies have even offered toll-free telephone numbers to receive customer comments and complaints. Retailers can show their receptivity through store signs, inserts in monthly customer billings and by positive employee attitudes. Perhaps the best way to show responsiveness to customer complaints is by prompt and courteous handling of legitimate dissatisfactions. Such responsiveness may avert negative WOM and may even create positive WOM.
This study noted that consumer perceptions of institutional responsiveness depended on which product was the source of dissatisfaction. Perceived responsiveness for complaints about appliance items was lower than for clothing items. Consumer perceptions are usually (though not always) based either on prior personal experience or reports of the prior experiences of others. It is undoubtedly more expensive to remedy a dissatisfaction concerning an appliance because these items are more expensive. Retailers may be reluctant to make these expenditures and may communicate this reluctance by making complaint procedures more difficult. Also, dissatisfactions with appliance items tend to occur farther from the point of purchase than dissatisfactions with clothing items. By the time the dissatisfaction occurs, the retailer's warranty on the product may have expired, so the complaint is referred to the manufacturer who usually provides a longer warranty period. While the manufacturer may indeed remedy the dissatisfaction, this referral step adds more paperwork and delay, sometimes creating the impression of unresponsiveness.
In dealing with complaints, marketing institutions must examine not only the costs of the remedy but the costs of not settling the complaint as well. These latter costs are, of course, more difficult to assess, but managers must be aware that they include the potential for negative WOM in addition to the potential lost repeat business.
This study also has important implications for consumer behavior researchers. While it has shown that a number of variables both within and outside management control affect consumer responses to dissatisfaction, this single study has only scratched the sur-face. One area needing further investigation is brand switching in response to dissatisfaction. Despite research on brand loyalty, it is not clear how frequently brand switching in response to dissatisfaction occurs, how the nature of the dissatisfaction influences switching, what kinds of products are more susceptible to this response, and a host of other details. The phenomenon of negative word-of-mouth also bears further investigation, including determination of the extent of negative WOM and its effects on recipients of negative communications concerning products and retailers. Additional factors that may influence negative WOM such as personality variables (including sociability), situational variables (e.g., proximity of others when the dissatisfaction occurs) and attitudinal variables (e.g., attitudes toward business), also need investigation.
